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Julian Barnes’s Flaubert’s Parrot A Critical Analysis 

Abstract 

Flaubert’s Parrot , Julian Barnes’s much acclaimed novel worldwide, is a literary biography 
of Gustav Flaubert, the nineteenth century French novelist of much renown who transformed 
the trend of the novel and moved literature from Romanticism to Modernism. Bames is 
ambitious enough in his mission to make Flaubert the central figure of the novel around 
whom all the narrative revolves without any definite acceleration and solution. Flaubert, the 
father of Modernism, was much more conscious for refined style and wished to write “a book 
about nothing”. Flaubert’s Parrot serves as a milestone in the path of Postmodern craft of 
writing fiction. 

Key words: Biography, Romanticism, Modernism, Postmodern craft, Fiction. 

Flaubert’s Parrot is a strictly Postmodern novel in the sense that it transcends the style 
and technique of conventional novels and questions the traditional concept of writing history 
and the past. All these concepts are the core and crux of the writings of Postmodern theorists, 
literateurs, and philosophers. The concept of truth and accurate representation of the past and 
history are the major issues of the present novel. Can we narrate the past and history on 
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objective grounds without being prejudiced and biased? Are we able to narrate the past and 
history while discarding socially determined factors that drive our thoughts and modes of 
behaviour? Are we ever able to be objective in narrating the past, history and someone’s life 
in an open space? These are the questions which Barnes tackles with his usual skill and 
technique. 

The narrator, Geoffrey Braithwaite, an English physician by profession, is much more 
conscious in his ambitious mission of knowing more and more about Gustav Flaubert. He is 
somewhat obsessed regarding the life and deeds of Gustav Flaubert. He spends his 
considerable time and energy in pursuing the details of Flaubert and his whereabouts. He 
probes deeper and deeper and the result is a hybrid novel; part biography, part fiction in 
reference to the past, and part literary criticism, all mingling and making a coherent whole of 
high literary achievement. It serves as a mile stone for later generation of fiction and realist 
writers especially for biographers and historical writers with somewhat literary environment. 

The novel posits some basic questions regarding how to grasp past and narrate history 
and write a biography into accurate details about its subject; 

Why does the writing makes us chase the writer? Why can’t we leave well 
alone? 

Why aren’t the books enough? Don’t we believe the words enough? Do we 
think leavings of a life contain some ancillary truth? (12) 

How do we seize the past? Can we ever do so? Or is it just that the past seems 
to contain more local colour than the present? (14) 

“The past is autobiographical fiction pretending to be a parliamentary report” writes 
Braithwaite in utter confusion in his attempt to resurrect the past. His initial focus is on 
identifying Flaubert’s original parrot, Foulou, now stuffed, who once was a living inspiration 
and companion during the writing of “C/« Coeur Simple ”. In his attempt, in the course of the 
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novel, he encounters more than one parrot and is confused which of them was the true parrot 
which Flaubert had bought from Rouen museum. Braithwaite’s confusion and bewilderment 
is represented thus: 

Then I saw it. Crouched on top of a high cupboard was another parrot. Also 
bright green. Also, according to both the gardienne and the label on its perch, 
the very parrot which Flaubert had borrowed from the Museum of Rouen for 
the writing of Un Coeur Simple. I asked permission to take the second Loulou 
down, set him carefully on the corner of a display cabinet, and removed his 
glass dome. (21) 

While identifying these two parrots Braithwaite prefers the first and suspects the second of 
being the counterfeit parrot. Fie privileges the first parrot over the second in these words : 

How do you compare two parrots, one already idealised by memory and 
metaphor, the other a squawking intruder? My initial response was that the 
second seemed less authentic than the first, mainly because it had a more 
benign air. (21) 

In his process of identifying the authentic parrot he undertakeds an exhausting review of 
Flaubert’s life, habits, peculiarities, his use of animals, translations, personal letters and 
diaries. He also takes an interest in reviewing the debate about Emma Bovary’s eyes and 
others. Braithwaite undertakes an acute investigation of things and written documents closely 
related to the author: 

The exhibits, carelessly laid out, catch your heart at random. Portaits, 
photographs, a clay bust; pipes, a tobacco jar, a letter opener; a toad inkwell 
with a gaping mouth; the gold Buddha which stood on the writer’s desk and 
never irritated him; a lock of hair, blonder, naturaly, then in the photographs. 


(21) 
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Braithwaite becomes consumed by the minute details he discovers, including Flaubert’s 
intellectual and physical relationships with others. When Braithwaite digs deep into Emma 
Bovary’s details he finds a clear parallel between himself and Charles Bovary, between 
Emma Bovary and his own wife. Both, Emma and his wife had been engaging in adulterous 
affairs with other men that lead to their frustration and suicide . 

Thus Barnes here tries to show, by the medium of Braithwaite the narrator, how we 
peep into the mirror of the past and see an illusionary similarity between the past and present. 
It means that the past does not contain its intrinsic meaning and value. But it is created by 
another’s points of view depending on how he sees it, in what ki nd of lens. Just as differing 
colours of lenses serve the child in perception of the environment so differing mental states 
and points of view of thinkers serve them in their perception of the past and history. When we 
try to narrate them there is something which slips from our grasp, something which escapes 
between the gaps of our fingers when we try to capture them in the fist of narrative. Narrative 
is always bound to a personal point of view and ideology so Barnes tries to show that past 
and history cannot be narrated quite accurately. 

In the writing of history and the past memory also plays a significant role. When 
someone is writing, in pursuing memory, he is prone to forget or deform something between 
the details. ‘Deform’ in the memory signifies that when the event happened it had a new 
meaning and different impact on the mind of the perceiver but in the passage of the time their 
influence changes gradually in the mind of the perceiver. Barnes tries to bring home this 
theory by the medium of the example when Braithwaite encounters the place where his 
friends had passed away. He remembers their tragic deaths but they do not awaken his heart 
and soul in the same manner as they did in the past. Their tragic power and emotional torture 
had gone away . He remembers them but does not pity them. The same ideology works in the 
narration of the past, history and memory. They all are irrevocable with respect to the passing 
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of time. Here time plays a central role in relation to the past, history and memory. Time blurs 
the impression on the mind and reception of the perceiver: 

We live in time - it holds and moulds us - but I have never felt I 
understood it very well. No, I mean ordinary, everyday time, which 
clocks and watches assure us passes regularly: tick-tock, click-clock. 

(The Sense of an Ending,3) 

Bames tries to show that it is as hard to write a biography as writing history and narrating the 
past. Braithwaite makes hard attempts in tracing the details of Flaubert and writing an 
accurate biography of him. He has a deep intention of writing the complete details of Flaubert 
but at last he is frustrated with no satisfying conclusion. Barnes tries to show, by the medium 
of the parrot, that we cannot even grasp a single item in its clear state. In addition to the 
parrot Braithwaite is not certain about other animals: camel, sheep, bear, monkey, donkey, 
dogs, etc. In his pursuing of animals’ details he is confused and in utter confusion he states;- 
‘’What happened to the dog is not recorded”. ( 63) ‘’What happened to the truth is not 
recorded”. (65) Braithwaite is tormented and finds a deep mental consolation in probing the 
details of Flaubert when he identifies himself and his wife with the characters of Flaubert. 
Here mental and emotional output may be seen. Geoffrey discovers that two museums 
containing the items of Flaubert claim to own the stuffed parrot. He discovers, in the last 
chapter, that each of the museums chose one parrot from a collection of fifty not knowing 
which parrot Flaubert had really borrowed . Geoffrey dives into the criticism of Flaubert and 
his faults. Through Flaubert’s life and work Geoffrey tries to make sense out of his own life. 

Flaubert’s Parrot is richly laced with parody using Flaubert’s words and terminology 
to write a biography in alternative form. It may be explained by the justification that language 
is second hand tool; it is not our own . It’s been used and used repeatedly over a long period 
of time. Fanguage is a shared system which passes from mind to mind, generation to 
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generation in passive from and inheritors accept them passively without any change, if there 
is change it is slight. So language is not our own new and invented but something old and 
obsolete which we inherit from our forefathers and chatter like them. Parrot does the same 
thing it repeats the voice and modulation of the man without knowing what it is and without 
being conscious of its meaning and value, so does the man. 

Julian Barnes’s Flaubert’s Parrot is written in several points of view and styles. Some 
chapters are in first person points of veiw and narrated from Braithwaite’s perspective. Other 
chapters are in third person points of view from Louise Colet’s perspective. Louise Colet’s 
version is a much more significant part of the novel because it showers omniscient comments 
over the whole canvas of the novel. But, sometimes, in the course of the novel, Braithwaite 
narrates in third person points of view. In “The Train-spotter’s Guide to Flaubert” 

Braithwaite assumes the tone of the third person narrator who is impersonally reporting a 
fact: 

Louise, of course, could play the platform scene as well. Her habit of jealusy 
bursting in on Gustave when he was dining with friends was notorious . She 
always expected to find a rival; but there was no rival, unless you count 
Emma Bovary. (95) 

Apart from the puzzhng narrative sometimes Braithwaite becomes more and more explicit in 
his narration. The simplicity and directness of his narration is clearly visible in these lines: 

Three stories contend within me. One about Flaubert, one about Ellen, one 
about myself. My own is the simplest of the three - it hardly amounts to more 
than a convincing proof of my existance - and yet I find it the hardest to 
begin. My wife’s is more complicated, and more urgent; yet I resist that too. 


(85-86) 
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In this way Braithwaite serves as a mouthpiece of Julian Barnes. Barnes uses the narrator to 
convey what he wants. Barnes has created and made him strange, well polished and self 
conscious narrator.The novel contains fifteen chapters of different form, technique and 
structure. Flaubert’s Parrot has a complex plot sturcture compared to other simple-plot 
novels. Bames skilfully mixes the genres of fiction, biography and literary criticism. 

Differing perspectives, multiple points of narrative voices, fragmented narratives and genres 
qualify the novel as Postmodern craft. Bames on the one hand tries to write biography while 
tracing the accurate information and details related to Flaubert on the other hand he jumps 
into the fictional world because of the contrasting views about the findings of Flaubert’s 
world. Thus fiction and fact are mingled and the distinction between fiction and non-fiction is 
blurred. 

The three major characters, Geoffrey Braithwaite, Ellen Braithwaite and Gustav 
Flaubert are three corners of the novel’s plot triangle who have been woven together in the 
whole texture of the novel. While telling about himself and his wife Braithwaite 
unconsciously parrallels with Charles and Emma Bovary who were major characters in 
Madame Bovary by Flaubert. The novel recounts many similarities between the lives of 
Emma and Ellen, Charles and Geoffrey. The narrator, Geoffrey Braithwaite, seems to express 
his frustration by the medium of telling stories of his personal life and acquanting them with 
that of Charles and Emma Bovary. Apart from drawing similarities between their lives 
Bames successfully equals their physical and intellectual similarities without disturbing the 
integrity of the novel. 

The novel is laced with rich symbols and images which clearly or sometimes vaguely 
reflect the psyche and personality of the characters. They convey the inherent meanings of 
the novel. Symbols and images used are highly connotative reflecting different layers of 
meanings and values. Social infrastructures like, traffic jammes, railway lines, abandoned 
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places, hospitals converted into museums are used to represent the social mood and 
development of that era. Symbols also convey the hidden meanings in the novel. The blue 
and green eyes of Emma and Ellen symbolise jealousy and wildness. Tracing the authentic 
parrot which served as an inspiration for Gustav Flaubert’s writing has also a symbolic 
meaning. It symbolises the human being’s goal and real destination of life. The Confusion of 
finding the real parrot symbolises the frustration of not achieving the proper value, meaning 
and satisfaction in one’s life. The two stuffed parrots that have been represented in the novel 
represent art and life, real and fictional, truth and half truth. One parrot symbolises art and the 
other symbolises life, one symbolises the real and other the fictional. The authentic parrot 
symbolises the supreme truth.Inauthenticity of facts and information symbolise the unreliable 
and fragmented narrative of Postmodernism. 

The central theme of the novel is the quest for truth around which the whole scenario 
of the novel revolves. The truth, in this particular novel, has differing meanings leading in 
different directions, whether it is regarding the life of Gustave Flaubert and his whereabouts 
or it is all about Braithwaite and his wife. All of these uncertainties create a puzzling 
atmosphere and the search for truth remains problematic even at the end of the novel. One 
may be satisfied to some extent but the authenticity of the parrot and other related facts 
remains vague and suspicious at the end of the novel. 

Love and marriage are also major themes of the novel which had been the major 
concerns of Barnes’ previous novels. Geoffrey Braithwaite continues to love his wife while 
being aware of her adulterous affair. Ellen, his wife, remains mysterious in her love for 
Braithwaite and continues to ponder over her lovers in the absence of her husband and 
children. It results in complexity in her emotional life. Marriage, being a mutual trust, has 
been protected by the two in the novel and Ellen’s ultimate suicide ends all this. 
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Braithwaite’s mood remains hovering in paradox in his futile search for absolute truth 
and authntic parrot. Although he is aware of the imposibility of finding the authentic parrot 
yet he continues searching it. He maintains the spirit of hopefulness in his overall journey of 
identifying the parrot without any proper assurance. At the end of the novel he is confronted 
with a host of competting parrots, and is quite unable to differentiate the authentic one among 
them. In his utter confusion and bewilderment he concludes that perhaps it was one of them. 
At the end of the novel all his attempts prove to gain nothing at all. His ambitious project 
proves to be failure.. 

In conclusion Flaubert’s Parrot is not only a novel in conventional sense but a 
marvelous peice of literary criticism also. It throws a brilliant light on the present scenario of 
knowing and making sense of history and the past which seem to be unpregnable and 
unqraspable in the Postmodern craft of writing fiction. The idea of knowing the past and 
history proves to fictitions in Postmodern craft of writing fiction. 
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